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ABSTRACT

Bones, Burials, and the Riddle of Truth: Reconstructing the Past Through
What Has Been Left Behind
by
Jelena M. Begonja

Advisor: Alexander A. Bauer

Mortuary archaeology is known to be the study of human remains and burials. The primary focus
of this work has been to study all of the elements associated in burials to learn more about the
burial practices and rituals in a group’s culture, however, there is much more potential in studying
burial sites than just learning about a group’s burial rituals and practices. This thesis will
demonstrate that it is indeed possible to make different inferences about the rest of people’s daily
lives, and the truth, based from materials found in studying burials alone. For some groups without
much existing and stable historical or cultural context, this could be the primary way of
reconstructing their lives. For example, the Liburnian people from the Late Bronze Age did not
leave behind any writings of their own so their historical record has relied on the writings of others.
As a result, prior to excavations, not much could be said of who these people were and how they
lived. Since excavations of burials began, much more has been learned about these people and
archaeologists have been able to create a more accurate record of their lives. Before looking into
how mortuary archaeology has helped Croatian people learn more about their Liburnian
predecessors, this thesis will also revisit discourse on mortuary archaeology to emphasize how
important it has been in helping shape methodology and theory within archaeology. Mortuary
archaeology has evolved in such a way that it ultimately allows us to now ask better questions and
make better inferences about the groups that we are studying and potentially allow us to help other
groups with unreliable historical records learn more about their past as well.
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Introduction
Mortuary Archaeology is a topic that has gone through much discussion over the last
century. Earlier scholars like Hertz and Kroeber helped the future development of the field with
their questions and claims centered around generalizations of mortuary patterns and how there is
a great importance in studying the living, local natives, and their culture in order to understand
the dead and to further compare those observations to others1. This line of thinking and
comparing did not seem so groundbreaking at the time of their publishing but has definitely
made more of an impact on recent scholarship and efforts to examine the ritual of/behind burial
and death within archaeology. “The dead do not bury themselves but are treated and disposed of
by the living.” Parker-Pearson took on this topic as well when he wrote about funerary practices
and how the process of death relates to the living.2 But while discourse over the idea that one can
use culture, materials, emotions, etc. to help interpret burial patterns and rituals is present and
much discussed, it is less common to see things the other way around where one uses burials to
help study various aspects of culture. Perhaps scholars have not talked enough about how burials
can be used to recreate or rewrite what we know of culture and history beyond just learning
about a group’s funerary practices. For example, when Parker-Pearson writes about ‘Ӧtzi’ the
Iceman, he states; “His equipment and clothing, along with his tattooed body, are part of a time
capsule from which we can try and make sense of what an individual’s life was like.”3 This
sounds like there can be so much to learn about the past and people’s lives through studying their
bodies and burials which is exactly what we all agree that we can do by studying burials but then
in the subsequent passages, he goes into more detail about how it teaches us about funerary
1

Hertz 1960 (1907) and Kroeber 1927.
Parker Pearson, The Archaeology of Death and Burial 1999, 3.
3
Parker Pearson, The Archaeology of Death and Burial 1999, 4.
2
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practices. “Yet the Iceman’s body and belongings can offer indirect evidence that might help us
to understand the funerary practices that were carried out at the time.”4 Though later on he does
mention that there was a comparison done between the Iceman’s body and others who were
buried and estimated to have lived around the same time. The goal was to get more insight about
the details around his body and burial, but the emphasis and conclusion seems to still be to learn
more about how the living bury their dead and not about the rest of their daily lives. So the
problem is, can we actually use material from burial sites to find out the truth about daily lives or
do we still have to rely on comparing burial methods and then inferring the rest of the daily
activities based on how others with similar burial practices had lived? This thesis aims to
demonstrate that it is indeed possible to make different inferences about daily lives, and the truth,
based from materials found in studying burials alone because for some groups without much
existing and stable historical or cultural context, this could be the primary way of reconstructing
their lives.
In 1979, there was an archaeological symposium on the topic of The Archaeology of
Death where the generally accepted conclusion was that “archaeology is about pattern
recognition, and the disposal of the dead provides an unusually productive source of data that can
be used either to directly identify or indirectly draw inferences about past attitudes and practices
related to death as well as about daily life in the past.”5 What this symposium concluded is
significant because it shows that while we can learn about funerary practices through this study,
we can also learn about daily lives; only, the part of about the daily lives usually has to wait for
cross-cultural analysis and therefore and been mostly neglected. There is a greater potential
present in the pool of information that burials offer that can illuminate more about social life and
4
5

Parker Pearson, The Archaeology of Death and Burial 1999, 4.
Arnold and Jeske 2014, 327-328.
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history than just a group’s funerary practices. Parker-Pearson himself writes about how one can
learn so many details of a person’s life from just studying their bones alone but why not go
further? Should we not attempt to use this pool of information as a way to help one another
reconstruct a more complete social history? There are plenty of cases where we have learned of
groups of people and whole ‘cultures’ that have existed but we are left with little knowledge of
their life because of their lack of written historical record; the Liburnians, in present day Croatia,
are a prime example of such a group. The major reason there has been increased scholarship and
knowledge of these people and their history is largely due to the fact that there has been a recent
interest in excavating the land that they lived in. More specifically, their burial sites were so rich
in materials that they were a major contributor to the developing narrative scholars have been
putting together of the Liburnians. What I attempt to demonstrate in this thesis is that the
studying of burial sites is one of the most crucial pieces needed in order to better understand and
recreate the histories, or ‘truths’, of underrepresented people.
Burials contain much more knowledge than just being windows to ritualistic behavior,
which is what most scholarship looks to them for. For years, archaeologists have developed
archaeological theory itself through the lens of mortuary archaeology; culminating in postprocessual theory that is, at present, many different theories working together with aims to
explore deeper into the meanings of things rather than creating generalizations based from data.
To look deeper into the meaning of things, such as looking at each individual material and
element present, not just doing the scientific analysis of the materials, but also asking questions
to think further on their biographies and networks, the agency it could hold. These are the kinds
of things to discuss but they involve work that cannot be done by archaeologists alone. Mortuary
archaeology is by nature quite interdisciplinary. So while trying to reconstruct the truths of

3

underrepresented people, it is important to still value the expertise of others and work with
scholars of other fields and disciplines. Having a fresh perspective on things could benefit and
nurture the research to create more possibilities for different truths.
In this Master’s Thesis I aim to illuminate how crucial mortuary archaeology is to help
reconstruct the different truths for underrepresented groups of people who lack a stable written
history and archaeological record. To do this, I will first revisit discourse in mortuary
archaeology that show its significance in finding the truth, and how it battles with
controversies/critiques that the field encounters on occasion. The next section will be a case
study examining how studying burials has helped improve what we know of the Liburnians in
modern day Croatia by including a brief history of the Liburnians based on historical research
which will be followed by examples of how archaeological research has greatly improved our
knowledge of these people. The last section will begin further discussion on the topic of how
multiple truths can exist until we ‘discover’ more concrete evidence in favor of one truth or the
other. This is ultimately something scholars have to accept when working to learn more about a
group’s history when there is such an unstable historical record.

4

Chapter 1
Mortuary Archaeology: How Burials Can Help
Reconstruct Social Lives
In this chapter I will revisit discourse on mortuary archaeology and how shifting methodologies
in archaeology helped evolve the way we study bones and burials in attempts to reconstruct the
truth.

Studying the Dead: The Controversial Side of Archaeology

Burials were always a hot topic in archaeology. Some of the very first excavations were
of different types of gravesites; from barrows in Europe to burial mounds in North America,
there has always been something about them that fascinated people. Binford even claimed that
they were one of the most often observed sites by archaeologists.6 The nineteenth and twentieth
centuries certainly came and went with more than a handful of famous excavations of gravesites
and tombs because of the different treasures archaeologists at the time discovered with it, such as
King Tutankhamun’s tomb.
Even with the understanding that they are windows into the past, there has always been
some controversy around the idea of excavating and studying graves. Geoffrey Scarre writes:
“Whether or not the dead are harmed when their remains are exhumed, archaeologists recognise
that such disturbance can outrage or distress the living. But few seem to worry much about the

6

Binford 1971, 6.
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moral status of the subject themselves.”7 He continues to share his opinion over how morally
wrong it is of archaeologists to disturb the dead throughout his article and declares that there are
about three different reasons, that he can think of, for why it is wrong.
There are, I suggest, three conceivable ways in which disturbance of mortal
remains could have a negative retrospective impact. Archaeological manipulation
of human remains might be thought to be bad for the person whose remains they
are for one or more of the following reasons: it flouts his wishes for his mortal
dust; it represents him in an essentially undignified light; it presses those remains
into the service of alien interests.8

Scarre generally criticizes the point of view that because so much can be learned by studying the
dead it becomes more important than respecting the possible wishes of the dead to be laid to rest
peacefully. He isn’t the only person or scholar with this sentiment. No matter how many times an
archaeologist can say they are doing no harm to the dead, the response is generally the same;
“While archaeologists may lay claim to purer motives than the tomb-thieves, their activities are
likewise objectionable from the standpoint of Egyptian religion. Even if disturbance of an
Egyptian’s burial is not genuinely harmful to his soul or spirit, it renders null and void a project
that mattered greatly to him in life.”9 Essentially, no matter what bioarchaeologists do, they
aren’t respecting the dead’s wishes or religion and therefore the work bioarchaeologists do is
morally wrong.
His other reasoning lays the claim that by studying the bones of the dead we are taking
away what is truly special about them, the fact that they were once people like us and now
they’re nothing but a part of a researcher’s collection of samples to study from. The idea that
archaeologists are taking away from the person’s significance and individuality by studying their

7

Scarre 2003, 238.
Scarre 2003, 242.
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bones is an interesting one. Around the 1980s, some archaeologists began a sort of movement
where they began to look into the life of artifacts, which could include human remains, such as
relics of Saints.10 This kind of research would arguably give life again, or rather illuminate the
life that artifacts currently and have always had. Therefore, the individuality or significance of
the person is never truly lost. When considering the perspective that many people who are not
from a scientific and/or archaeological background have, it may seem that once a
bioarchaeologist studies the bones they become less important and ‘dignified’. However, these
bones were chosen because they were deemed valuable enough to study; they become special in
a new way and it’s no less important than any previous way in which they were seen. In fact, in
The Social Life of Things, Patrick Geary writes “…human remains could go through a life-cycle
closely related to the production-circulation context: a human bone, given by the Pope as a
sacred relic, thereby became a sacred relic if the receiver were also willing to consider it as such.
Likewise, a corpse once stolen (or said to have been stolen) was valuable because it had been
worth stealing.”11 Essentially, things are valuable because we assign value to it and we believe in
its value. An archaeologist’s value of objects or bones may differ from that of the person’s
community but there’s still some sense of it there, therefore the dead aren’t actually losing a
‘dignified light’, it is just different.
Most opinions against the research of bones dug from old graves are just based on
different moral values and while in one light it can be seen as disrespectful to disregard another’s
customs or religion, in a different light, how fair is it to place our modern subjectivity on the past
as well? Perhaps not every single buried individual actually cared for what became of their
remains and they only did what society instructed them to do. There can be many possibilities
10
11
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and outcomes, but if by studying the dead we can uncover countless information around health,
disease, history and so on, then does this not outweigh the rest? And if this research can
potentially save lives, for example, if we uncover diseases from the past and use that research to
better fight against present diseases then is that not overwriting the bad with good? This is
precisely the kind of work some scientists are already working on; “Technological advances in
DNA recovery and sequencing have drastically expanded the scope of genetic analyses of
ancient specimens to the extent that full genomic investigations are now feasible and are quickly
becoming standard. This trend has important implications for infectious disease research because
genomic data from ancient microbes may help to elucidate mechanisms of pathogen evolution
and adaption for emerging and re-emerging infections.”12 These scientists are studying the teeth
and bones of plague victims to better understand how the plague evolved and spread which in
turn will better help us understand pathogens in our own time. That kind of information and
knowledge is completely beneficial to all walks of life seeing as it could prevent us from falling
victim to another mass pandemic.
Another set of questions in response to critics who are against the studying of the dead
that comes to mind are: what is the difference between unearthing human remains of hundreds or
even a thousand years ago, and that of animals or dinosaurs? Do they not deserve the same
respect or are we humans just special because we created social constructs? Would there be a
difference if a specific person gave permission to study their own ancestors and their religion
dictated that there’s nothing special about the dead or afterlife? Would that be the only
exception? There is much complexity to this topic; perhaps enough that could be an entire
article’s worth on its own. However, it is doubtful that these debates will ever be put to an end

12

Bos, et al. 2011. Located in their abstract.
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simply because the living have an opinion over everything and a right to their opinion and
cultures and the best we can do is find compromises and learn how to work together. One can
always find groups of people who call for respecting the dead and letting them rest in peace and
others who think of it all as tomb raiding. The least we can do is try to work around that and only
go where we are welcomed and permitted. Scarre concluded with a note that came as a bit of a
surprise, seeing as so much of his article seemed against the very idea of studying the dead. But
it was hopeful, none the less, that future works in the field would not being hindered by moral
judgment.
Therefore we should not be too quick to assume that archaeological disturbance of
human remains always disserves its subjects. Even if it sometimes does, there are
other relevant interests that need to be weighed alongside those of past people. To
refuse to conduct archaeological investigation that disturbs human remains could
be held to harm living people who see knowledge about the past as a valuable
good; they too are ends in themselves with interests that matter. If the eternal
triangle linking archaeologists, the dead subjects they study and the living
descendants of those subjects will never be an easy one either practically or
morally, it is wrong to think of their interests as invariably conflicting and
irreconcilable. Archaeologists who operate in a spirit of stewardship can show
respect to the living and the dead without much prejudicing their own professional
concerns. We do not need to think of the dead as being either morally off-limits to
archaeologists, or as a morally unproblematic research resource to whose
remnants anything may be done. The truth lies somewhere between these
extremes…13

Perhaps the best solution really is working together with the community and with the most
respectful means of excavation. If “the dead have played a significant role in archaeology since
the discipline’s emergence in the 19th century” then it would be a shame to not find a way to
continue to make this work today.14 People not liking that archaeologists disturb the dead is not

13
14

Scarre 2003, 247.
Chapman, Death, Burial, and Social Representation 2013, 1.
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the only complaint around. In fact, Hollywood has done archaeologists no favors when it comes
to showing how far the field has come from its more nationalistic and colonialist roots.
Though it was able to capture people’s imagination and adventure lust, movies and games
like the Indiana Jones series and Lara Croft: Tomb Raider mainly show an incorrect view of the
work archaeologists do. “It’s not just that the films are harmlessly caricatured visions of oldfashioned archaeology; they are filled with destructive and dangerous stereotypes that undermine
American Archaeology’s changing identity and goals.”15 In this line, Silberman lays out for
readers exactly what the problem is when making movies like the Indiana Jones series. It’s not
just outdated, but it adds to the harmful stereotype that archaeologists are just tomb-raiders who
aren’t actually interested in learning about the culture and history of the people they’re studying.

Figure 1: Recreation of the scene where Indiana Jones finds the Golden Idol in the temple; a temple relief
can be seen in the background. ("Indiana Jones Stunt Spectacular" by HarshLight from San Jose, CA,
USA- Indiana Jones Stunt Spectacular, CC BY 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=70694384)

15
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The Lara Croft film series, based on the popular video-game, possibly shows an even
worse image of archaeology given that it takes place in modern times. It gives off the false
impression that nothing has changed, “In the Lara Croft films, archaeology is graphically
equated with looting and site destruction (notably the temples of Angkor Wat, Cambodia) and a
very ready client relationship with auction houses.”16 The film is literally called tomb-raider, and
follows the same treasure hunting type of plots that Indiana Jones did. Croft fights enemies as
she races to secure treasures that have to essentially be looted from their home sites and then
brings it back to a buyer. In Indiana’s case it was a museum, for Croft it’s more likely an auction
house. These methods are so problematic in archaeology today and are a giant stain on the field’s
reputation.
The unfortunate truth is that Hollywood isn’t solely to blame for the poor reputation that
archaeologists sometimes get. Early archaeologists often used questionable methods and
motivations when they researched. In a Washington Post article, archaeologist Niel Silberman
says, “Gone are the days where all that mattered was museum-quality treasure, and the “natives”
didn’t matter at all. Certainly in the age of great colonial empires, archaeologists were often
solitary adventurers, who could count on the prestige and power of their nations to claim the
ruins and relics of ancient empires for themselves.”17 He is not wrong to say this. Archaeology
has a long history of its own. But the modern sense of archaeology really came about at the same
time as a strong nationalistic and imperialistic awakening swept across Europe. It was an era
where Lords and Earls would travel to ‘exotic lands’ and bring back interesting things for their
nation to be put on display, and usually in their own private collections. It was also a time when
adventurers, so to speak, would be hired to acquire artifacts to be put on display in public places
16
17

Hall 2004, 165.
Silberman 2008.
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like national or university museums (see Figure 2); “…Lord Elgin shipped the famous Parthenon
marbles home to England, Heinrich Schliemann smuggled away Troy’s golden treasures, and
Howard Carter managed to spirit away precious artifacts from King Tutankhamen’s tomb in
Egypt.”18 These are just a few examples of how different archaeology was in the beginning. It is
unfortunate that the beginnings are forever tainted by colonialism, but hopefully the work
archaeologists are doing today could help make some amends. Archaeology has come a long
way from where it has started, and a lot of that change started with reexamining the way we
study burials and the dead, also known as mortuary archaeology.

Figure 2: Parthenon Marbles on display at the British Museum. ("Parthenon Marbles- British Museum"
By Joyofmuseums - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=75155445)

A Brief History of Mortuary Archaeology

18

Silberman 2008.
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As was mentioned above, the early days of archaeology often involved exploring various
tombs and barrows. And before it was even called archaeology there existed what was called
antiquarianism. Antiquarians were primarily historians who would collect artifacts, manuscripts
and other interesting antique things. “The early antiquarians of the 17th and 18th centuries gave
priority to the written, historical sources when reconstructing past societies and events.”19
Antiquarians weren’t totally involved with reconstructing past cultures. They found that
materials that could be found in burials often could not tell us much of the past. Hence why they
relied on historical writings instead. They loved historical sites and they loved to display their
findings. The thing about antiquarians was that to appease their curiosity, love of history, and
desire to learn more, they usually ended up doing things like digging up tombs and taking what’s
seems valuable to their eye. Adam Stout wrote on this subject and noted how in efforts to learn
more about certain periods of the past, the antiquarian Richard Gough sought to open up various
famous tombs of past kings of England, “In some cases, the principal motive seems to have been
to retrieve gold plate and other artefacts, but in others the motivation was purely intellectual
curiosity. Justification for the opening of Edward I’s tomb was framed in terms of a clearly
defined research question: was the documented purchase of wax for the tomb used for candles or
to preserve the body in some way?”20
But by the twentieth century there began to be a shift in focus and as a result more and
more barrows began to be excavated. This time, they used ‘systematic analysis’ as they worked
and took notes of all the different things like “…stratigraphy, scale drawings of the artefacts and
positioning relative to the bodies, as well as morphological analysis and relative dating of barrow

19
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Stout 2013, 17.
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types, consideration of their position in the landscape relative to each other and to Stonehenge.”21
By doing this research, the antiquarians were able to find patterns in burial types and group them
by the era they would have lived and died in. By the twentieth century, the focus of the field had
begun to shift again, away from the ethnicity based approach and toward a more cultural one,
and by this point scholars of this field became known as archaeologists and not antiquarians.
Gordon Childe is recognized to be one of the forerunners of Culture-Historical Archaeology.
According to Stout, “His ‘cultural-historical’ approach began with the presumption that societies
leave ‘cultural’ traces that could be picked up in the archaeological record”22 Furthermore,
Childe and other archaeologists who favored this more cultural approach believed that burials
were perhaps the perfect evidence of cultural marks. So by studying burials and tombs, one could
identify the culture behind it. The reason being is because they believed that burial traditions and
practices don’t frequently change as often as other things in societies, in a sense this made them
excellent cultural markers.23
Culture- Historical archaeology was a step forward from previous methods and theory
such as the simple Three Age System but it still had some flaws of its own. In general, it just
didn’t go deep enough in its efforts to examine behavior and how exactly changes across time
were made. The best it could do was discover art and then talk about what culture it belonged to
and what period. In this way, much of the true potential materials and artifacts had was lost and
mostly because the archaeologists at the time just couldn’t see how materials could actually
connect to and explain human behavior beyond just identifying differences in culture. Even then,
though it could identify which cultures shared mortuary rituals like flexed burial (Figure 3) or

21

Stout 2013, 18.
Stout 2013, 21.
23
Stout 2013, 22.
22

14

cremation, they failed to recognize that the value or way that each group used these rituals could
have differed. Binford writes, “For instance, groups may share the same mortuary symbols but
employ them antagonistically; e.g. one group cremates its chiefs and the other cremates its
criminals.”24 In this example, both groups would have been classified similarly by culturalhistorical archaeologists since they both demonstrate the use of cremations. Binford’s role here
was to essentially ask the question that could crumble that theory. Who said that both groups
cremated the individuals of the same social class, religion, etc.? By sharing this example, he
really is able to illuminate to cultural archaeologists the fact that they are not doing enough or
not nearly asking enough of the right questions. We can learn a lot more about these groups and
we can’t just find simple similarities and differences, assume all the rest of their culture and
practices are the same, and then move on with our lives. Binford’s writing is often considered to
be one of the starts of Processual Archaeology, or New Archaeology.

Figure 3: Illustration of a flexed burial. Flexed burials were a form of body disposal and were
categorized by Culture-Historical Archaeologists. (“Example of a flexed burial” By C.B. Moore - Bureau
of American Ethnology, 41st Annual Report, Public Domain,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=14923767)

24
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New Directions in Mortuary Archaeology: The Attempts to Go Deeper into Cultural
Analysis

New Archaeology came about around the mid-twentieth century when multiple scholars,
all a few years within each other, began to do more than just critique this method. This small
group of archaeologists started to put together a more scientific method to researching the past
and human activity. New Archaeology sought to ask and answer more questions about cultures,
their functionality and how they change through time by means of thorough scientific analysis. It
primarily focused on the use of inferences to guide experimentation and research, and began with
essentially making inferences about past societies based on their burial practices and rituals.25
According to Susan Kus, “… in order for archaeology to move beyond limited matters of dating,
description, and classification of cultures and materials and move into the arena of explanation
and theory, it needed to focus on the full range of anthropological questions concerning the
explanation of cultural variability and similarity across space and time.”26 And that is exactly
what New Archaeologists did, they began to ask big questions about how the found materials
could be connected to culture and from there formed hypotheses.
Lewis Binford had written on how things like religion, ‘ideas and beliefs’ were not near
sufficient enough to give explanations for the why human behaviors are so similar or so
different.27 Binford also didn’t believe that assumptions were a strong enough basis to define
cultures by. His understanding was that if the goals were to explain the similarities and
differences between cultures and behaviors, explanations based on assumptions alone were
25
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simply not good enough or appropriate enough to accept: “It is argued here that these
assumptions [of traditional historical interpretation of mortuary rites] are generally invalid;
consequently, the historical interpretations which anthropologists have offered in “explanation”
of observed differences and similarities in custom are generally suspect and in all probability
inaccurate.”28 He published a couple of works which demonstrated methods that he felt would
more appropriately provide the truths for human and social behaviors. These new methods,
which involved educated inferencing about human and social behavior, were tested out through
extensive data analysis and research of material objects in connection to people and then based
on the findings archaeologists could create better inferences. Chapman uses the following
examples to describe Binford’s New Archaeology:
We could develop the use of sampling methods to help us evaluate the extent to
which our archaeologically known populations of artefacts, cultural features,
ecofacts, and sites were representative of those that existed in the archaeological
record on a regional scale. Quantitative methods would enable us to identify more
robust patterns in our data, and new methods of analysis might support our
inferences…29
In other words, these new methods, could provide archaeologists with much more information
that they can then in turn use to distinguish patterns and draw conclusions or inferences. In these
lines, Chapman does not name specific ways as much as he is noting the possibilities that could
be had with new methodology. He calls for a regional analysis for artefacts, and other things so
that once compared the data can be further analyzed and evaluated, ultimately leading to a better
understanding of the site and its place in the region. This is because the belief is that with this
sort of quantitative data, one can better interpret findings. He goes on to mention that these
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quantitative methods could also be used to find correlations between things such as pottery and
marital status, settlement patterns and environmental adaptations and so on.30
Burials and other types of gravesites became the go-to testing center for New
Archaeologists to test out their inferences. In fact, the topic of New Archaeology had always
been in discussion with that of mortuary practices for the majority of its formative years. Saxe
used burials to explore the question of why there was a shift in burial trends like how close or far
apart bodies were buried next to each other. Peebles studied South-Eastern North America and
looked into patterns in how people were treated in life vs. in death. And Deetz and Dethlefson
studied the designs of gravestones in Massachusetts to look into how it was related to local
traditions or social status.31 It seems that even as archaeological theory was shifting, its focus
always used burials and mortuary archaeology as the topic in discussion. It only further shows
how much a burial site can be a pool of information.
New Archaeologists certainly moved archaeology in a forward direction and opened up
the doors for how much we can actually learn about societies based on material culture. More
importantly it stressed that there needs to be a solid understanding of the different cultural
aspects each group or society had in order to properly make inferences on the truth and/or to
compare them with other groups and societies.
It is only after we understand the organizational properties of cultural systems that
we can meaningfully make comparisons among them in terms of cultural content.
The contemporary archaeologist’s practice of making comparisons among cultural
units in terms of inventories of cultural content, while making no attempt to
isolate or understand the variables affecting the frequency or distribution of
content in the cultural units studied, is a fruitless and, I fear, meaningless
pastime.32
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Though he did share his own methods of research, Binford’s conclusion was ultimately that we
need to be able to know the groups we’re researching, each one of them, and for each we should
know and understand their own cultural complexities and behaviors before we compare them to
other groups and create false truths over the order of events and how societies developed through
the years. To add to this, one solution for when there was not sufficient enough ethnographic
data to better understand the cultural groups, archaeologists had to try and ‘become ethnologists
themselves’.33 In the years following, it was mainly other archaeologists that incorporated much
of the scientific methods for researching in order to attempt to do what Binford had also
suggested, to understand the cultural systems better and improve the current archaeological
record.34
It was in the effort to find the means to better measure and understand cultural systems
that helped develop the field of archaeology, however, it still had some things it needed work on.
For starters, science and data are great for finding patterns in life but it can’t completely predict
how things can happen. That is because it doesn’t really take into full account what the influence
of different agencies do to affect change and the fact that the rates of which things can change
are more unpredictable than anything else, or as Chapman puts it: “this approach underestimated
the degree of variation and change in both modern and past societies.”35
A very recent example is how scientists used data patterns and analyses of past ebbs and
flows of ice melting through the seasons and sea level rises to predict climate change. The data
helped them to predict a rate at which Greenland’s glaciers and ice sheets would melt, however,
33
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in the summer of 2019 they realized that all of the data and predictions in the world couldn’t help
foresee the eleven billion tons of ice in Greenland that would be lost in one day due to the yearly
increase in temperatures averages and the recent heatwave.36 Scientists had originally predicted
this kind of loss to happen over time or decades from now based on current rates. Decades may
not seem like it’s that far away to some but the truth is the impact of this kind of change is large
enough.
If this is true of something in environmental science, it could most definitely be true of
archaeology as well, especially since environmental factors should also be acknowledged as well
when studying the past and human behaviors. One has to take into account the unpredictable.
Instead of leaving circumstances as unpredictable, why not try to predict all the different
possibilities? Make as many connections, hypotheses, and truths that you need to make so that
we are prepared or have more to go on. And so that when scholars get more information and
technology to rule things out or shed light on other aspects, they would have already well
thought out, researched, and tested these truths. The reason this is all so important is because in
the case that one is researching a group of people who did not leave behind much or perhaps
didn’t have any writing system of their own that has been left to find and decipher, the little or
few things archaeologists do find are what they have to conduct their research. If the bones can
tell researchers so many facts about the individual’s life, those facts can be further explored.
Having an open mind to more truths and possibilities helps to find all the different ways in which
we can take the evidence that we do have to reconstruct the past. Burials just happen to be a
place where even the few things you might find could hold plenty of information and many
different outlets for the truth.
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In general, although New Archaeology was a breakthrough in research and a move
forward in the right direction, there has been some discussion in the last few decades against it.
Not so much against all of it, but perhaps more so just certain methods and approaches. Already
mentioned above, there was the unpredictability of life; how various agencies and entanglements
could come into play and also be a factor of change. New archaeologists also claimed that their
studies were objective; a major critique that later come up was that there never can be true
objectivity for the researcher always brings in some of their knowledge, understandings, biases
and so on. In a sense, we see what we want to see and believe. So whatever data an archaeologist
might get would most likely get perceived and interpreted through a lens that they know.
Some archaeologists sought to improve this school of thought by “…[making] wider use
of theories drawn from European social science, from neo-Marxism, to structuralism and
structuration, looked at society from the bottom up rather than the top down … and put attitude,
meaning, and symbolism at the centre of human experience.”37 By looking at these from the
bottom up approach you’re more likely to see or interpret everyday life and how things like
gender, social class, and in general an individual’s agency could spark changes. More often than
not, societal changes and movements can start “small” and then spread to make larger impacts.
But by also looking at the symbolism and meanings specifically of different cultural aspects one
may just have a better understanding of the variations within a culture. Which would ultimately
improve the archaeological record by adding cultural similarities and differences horizontally
rather than vertically.
The critiques mentioned above that came from archaeologists like Ian Hodder, and Mike
Parker Pearson in the 1980s later began to be known as Post-Processual Archaeology. It’s not
37
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quite a new school of thought in the way that New Archaeology was, but what it did do was
attempt to further develop New Archaeology by not just critiquing its methods but by also
providing answers to how we can improve what seemed flawed about New Archaeology. In a
way, the two sorts of archaeology actually complement each other. Post-Processual archaeology
tends to blend together some of the prominent themes in both Cultural-Historical archaeology
and New Archaeology. It pushes for less separation between things like idealism and
materialism, and claims that you can actually study both at the same time.
How does all of this relate to mortuary archaeology? As mentioned earlier, burials were
always on the frontlines of discussions between proponents of both New Archaeologists and
Post-Processual Archaeologists. In writing and developing their thoughts and methods, many
authors used the topic of burials and material culture within burials to discuss how much
potential there is in studying them. Mike Parker Pearson writes:
The dead are often an important part of the past in the present especially in the
form of ancestors, deities, and other supernatural beings. The construction of
visible monuments, commemorating them collectively or individually, is one
means of giving them material expression and recognitions in the affairs of
humans. The dead are consequentially susceptible to the manipulation by certain
groups to maintain or enhance their influence over others. This can be done by
idealizing certain aspects of the past through the dead. Within this framework
mortuary ritual, along with other aspects of tradition, ritual and custom, must be
accommodated in theories of social and cultural change. 38

What this is basically saying is that the dead are like windows to the past if you’re looking to
study social changes. However, one must be careful with how they interpret their findings.
People use different methods of disposing the body to not just commemorate the dead but to also
send messages in a way. Mortuary rituals are highly symbolic practices. But the image of the
38
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dead can be manipulated; it is essentially placed upon the dead by the living at the time so
therefore it is merely a conception. In our present, as we study the dead, we may in fact misread
the conceptions of the past by falsely using our modern-day perceptions and biases as markers
for interpretation. While in the past archaeologists have claimed to study the dead objectively,
this is proven to be near impossible, because we do not know for a fact what each material or
cultural aspect meant to the people burying their dead and use the only perspectives we know to
try and figure that out. To do this, we must study each of the materials and cross reference them
with the multiple social groups of that time to find their literal or symbolic importance;
unfortunately, this can also be challenging for archaeologists because if the rituals and disposals
themselves have been manipulated then perhaps the importance of the material objects placed
within the burials could have been manipulated as well. And if not, then we must take into
account that our own understandings of those objects could also be skewed as well, due to the
same biases mentioned above.
Given these circumstances, and knowing that there is so much that can be uncertain when
studying the past; it is important to do more exploratory research and to continue to find all of
the possibilities that could be until more information is found to narrow these truths down.
Efforts should be made to actually cross reference the meanings of each material and each space,
each element involved not just to see what they mean to us or the present day peoples of that
society but to also consult with other scholars, and historical writings to see what these elements
could have meant to the people of the past as well. Pearson writes:
Mortuary ritual can no longer be treated as a field of archaeological enquiry
which is based on intracemetery variability since the treatment of the dead must
be evaluated within the wider social context as represented by all forms of
material remains. In this way the archaeologist can investigate the social placing
(or categorization) of the dead as constituted through the material evidence of the
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archaeological record by developing general principles which relate material
culture and human society.39

The research would be extensive but it would be worth it. By the end we would have a long list
of connections, and meanings that we could piece together to find changes in symbols and social
patterns. The idea that scholars should strive to find multiple truths stems from this framework;
not having all the information and answers in their present does not take away from the
possibility of finding them in the future, but any research conducted could genuinely help
discover new pathways for reconstruction at any time. This would greatly benefit cultural groups
with little written history when trying to reconstruct their past; it allows future scholars to take
previous research and possible truths and test them or add to them with their possible new
knowledge or technologies, ultimately helping reconstruct the past. In terms of what New
Archaeology and Post-Processual Archaeology has done for the field of archaeology, Kus may
have said it best when she stated, “The question is to no longer deny or defend these traditions,
but rather to value how they have helped archaeologists come to understand the immense field of
questions, problem foci, cultures (contemporary and past), and theoretical perspectives that can
inform archaeological appreciations of the subject before us: human and social responses to and
understandings of death.”40
Both schools of thought have made tremendous advancements for the field of
archaeology, but the work is far from over. There is still much more needed to be done in order
to archaeologists to better grasp the concept and abstractness of symbolism and culture. The least
we can do as we continue to study burials and mortuary rituals is to keep our imaginations
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working, and to continue working together with other scholars to find new perspectives and
lenses for interpretation. As for Mortuary Archaeology, its study may have begun in various
types of tombs and burials but today it incorporates much more. It is the study of the burial ritual,
the materials found, the architecture, and “the study of changing relationships that the living
create with the dead in general, as much as those differences that are created between the
dead”.41 Burial sites will always be studied, people have a fascination with the past and all the
clues that burial sites can offer. Mortuary archaeology will most likely always be evolving as we
come closer to understanding the relationships between people and the dead, from the ways in
which we bury them to what we bury them with. Most importantly, burial sites have proven to be
sources of great information and can most effectively help reconstruct the past for many different
cultural groups.
In the next chapter, I will demonstrate this by showing how one particular group that
lacked a stable historical record, The Liburnians, was finally able to gain a more accurate
‘history’ through the means of archaeological research and the excavation of their burial sites.
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Chapter 2
Liburnia: Who Were They and How Did They Live?
In this chapter I will use the Liburnian tribe as a case study for how scholars can learn from
gravesites and what information we can piece together from what’s left behind. Starting with a
history of the region Liburnia was located in, I will then migrate to archaeological finds,
particularly from burials, that have helped piece together Liburnian culture and history.

Introduction: The Roots of Dalmatia

Modern day Croatia is split between the four historic regions of: Dalmatia, Istria, Croatia
Proper, and Slavonia. Dalmatia, locally known as Dalmacija, is home to some of the longest
inhabited cities in Europe with Zadar being the longest inhabited city in Croatia (See Figure 4 for
a map of modern-day Dalmatia). Three-thousand years of history can be found in the streets of
Zadar county. If you were to take a walk down the street Kalelarga and toward the Riva, you
would find a layers of history to be seen in the architecture alone. Streets paved with marble lead
you to medieval universities and churches, and then to a Roman forum.
Prior to the arrival of the Romans, and prior to the migration of Slavic Croats from the
North and the East, Croatia was inhabited by various Illyrian groups, which is where the later
Roman name for the province, Illyricum, was derived from. Though most of the groups were
Illyrian they operated in their own ways had had some cultural distinctions, and “We cannot be
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sure that any of them actually called themselves Illyrians”.42 As for the language, to this day
there is no evidence of what their language was like, all we have left are mostly geographic
names.43 Croatia still honors its Illyrian history today with an image of the Illyrian coat of arms
on its flag, which sits on the crown alongside the coat of arms for the four historic regions.

Figure 4: Map outlining the region of Dalmatia in Croatia ("Map of Present-Day Dalmatia" by
Mateom28, Own Work- CC by-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=18740003")

The region of Dalmatia wasn’t always known as Dalmatia, in fact, the
Dalmatae/Delmatae were just one of the major Illyrian groups in the area who controlled the
southern coastal areas, islands, and hinterland44. The other coastal area was home to a group
called the Liburnians, a group whose ethnicity may actually be something distinct from Illyrians
but ultimately history remembers them as Illyrian45. But who were these people? And why are
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they so unknown to the rest of Europe today? The short and generalized answer is that as a
result of numerous instances of conflict, Liburnian control over the Adriatic was severely
weakened and they eventually succumbed to Roman forces. Later on, the Liburnian land and
territories were joined with that of the Dalmatae and became known as the roman Province of
Illyricum and then eventually became altogether known as Dalmatia. Overall, the region that is
today known as Dalmatia has had many names over the years. These names all reflect the
changes in the demographics and leadership. But for the purposes of this thesis, we will be
focusing on the Liburni.

Liburnia, Masters of the Sea

Material evidence can trace the Illyrians in modern-day Dalmatia back to as early as the
Copper-Age46. The same evidence has shown that Liburnian culture has most likely been around
since the late Bronze-Age. It is said that Liburnia’s borders reached all the way up to the Istrian
peninsula and as far down as the island of Corfu (which they lost in the eighth century B.C.E.
when the Corinthians colonized the island for their own) when they were at their peak.47 They
controlled much of the Adriatic islands but as for the mainland they mainly had consistent
control over the coastline and the county that is today known as Zadar, but known to the
Liburnians as Iader or Jadera in Latin and Dalmatian (see Figure 5 for a map of Liburnia, circa
5th century B.C.E.).
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Figure 5: Historical Map of Dalmatian Coastline circa 5th Century BC ("Liburnia and Central Adriatic
Archipelago Under Liburnian Rule in the 5th Century BC" by Zenanarh- based on multiple sourcesPublic Domain)

In the historical sense, most of what we know about the Liburnians are stories scattered
through time. There are mentions of them through texts from basically each of the other groups
and societies that came into contact with them: The Ancient Greeks, The Romans, The
Byzantines, The Venetians, etc. The majority of actual historical evidence covers the times
mostly after ‘Romanization’ and during the middle ages where there was near constant conflict
with other groups. As mentioned above, as Liburnian control weakened in the Adriatic Islands, it
more or less began to be grouped with the neighboring Illyrian tribe, the Dalmatae. Together, and
with the other Illyrian groups, they were then called the Roman province of Illyricum. The name
had ultimately changed to the Dalmatian province with a separate Pannonian province, or the
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Inferius and Superius provinces, after a failed rebellion.48 “It is to be noted that although the
Romans had a strong influence in the areas, they say that the countryside and small towns around
the cities remained mostly as they were before, Illyrian.49
Through time, some of their islands were lost to different colonists, such as the modern
day island of Hvar to the people of Syracuse. It is said that Zadar had sent the islanders 10,000
soldiers by boat but ultimately failed to defend the island.50 Though they could not defend the
island of Hvar, the Liburnians continued to navigate the seas and keep some control in the region
for a time. In fact, the Liburnians developed a fierce reputation in seafaring. Multiple sources
make reference to the Liburnians or in general Illyrians from that region, as pirates. “The Illyrian
kingdoms had a bad reputation because of piracy, which threatened Greek, Italian, and Roman
merchants, and even the coast of Greece.”51 Furthermore, Liburnians contributed to the
development of the Roman Navy after the Romans saw how innovative and effective the
Liburnian ships (See Figure 6 below) were;
One new type of warship does appear in the Roman navy, the liburnian. It was a
destroyer, a light, fast, highly maneuverable vessel ideal for pursuit of pirates or
quick communications. A piratical tribe of the Jugoslav coast had invented it, and
the Romans found it useful enough to take over as a standard unit… The liburnian
achieved such popularity in the Roman navy that the term eventually came to
mean warship in general.52

The Roman Emperor Augustus certainly made use of the Liburnian’s talent at sea. It is also said
that imperial fleets at Ravenna during one of the civil wars largely consisted of Illyrian
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volunteers.53 Through their seafaring and trade, Liburnians were able to stay somewhat relevant
up until medieval times.54 “Apart from being an important harbor on the Eastern Mediterranean
trade route, Iader was also prominent in the local sea trade with nearby islands and rural
settlements (e.g. Ugljan, Pašman, Pag, Dugi otok, etc.) …”55 An interesting note is that much of
the expensive merchandise that was traded in Iader by the Liburnians was found to have not
travelled far from the coastal city, which according to Borzić and Serventi, could indicate that
the Liburnians were wealthy enough to purchase such high quality craftsmanship.56

Figure 6: Novilara Tablet depicting a Liburnian Battleship ("Liburnian Ship" By Zhilivoda - Own work,
CC BY 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=14632049)

From here on most stories talk about the Dalmatian province, but not so much of the
Liburnians residing in Northern Dalmatia. In short, after the fall of the Roman Empire, the region

53

Wilkes 1995, 255.
Eterović Borzić and Serventi 2012, 627.
55
Eterović Borzić and Serventi 2012, 627.
56
Eterović Borzić and Serventi 2012, 627-628.
54

31

was devastated by numerous invasions by other groups.57 It is most likely as a consequence of
the Roman colonization that the remaining natives of the land were not strong enough to keep
new invaders out. The medieval times were not so kind to the Liburnians themselves. This was
the time when the Croats and other invading groups had arrived and begun to dominate the
landscape. Civilization under constant new leadership had begun to decline and the cities started
to crumble. Roman ruins were now what was left as Early Medieval Christians came through and
built their own places of worship. (See Figure 7)

Figure 7: Next to a section of what is left of the Roman Forum in Zadar stands an Early Medieval
Chruch, Sveti Donat of the 9th Century. (“Zadar Donat Forum” By Maestralno - Own work, Public
Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=762912)

Zadar, however, had encountered some luck during the medieval times seeing as
territories in its county became important sites for the Christians. In Nona, formerly known as
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Aenona, and currently known as Nin, there was a religious center that remained strong for most
of the Higher Middle Ages, even though it was constantly contested by the other major religious
centers of the Dalmatian region. “If a nation can be said to have a center, then the Church of the
Holy Cross of Nin has a good claim to fulfill that function for the Croats. In this region, the
Croats settled in the seventh century.”58 (See Figure 8 below)

Figure 8: Painting by Oton Ivekovic depicting the arrival of the Croats to the Adriatic Sea (“Dolazak
Hrvata na Jadran” By Oton Iveković, Public Domain,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=484374)

It was here that some of the Croatian Kings came to be baptized. Interestingly enough, the Croats
seemed to have some respect for the existing people and culture at the time. This can be seen in
how they held onto older Liburnian and Latin names for the cities in which they settled, “They
did not attack these enfeebled outposts of imperial civilisations, even though they probably could
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have done. Instead, they imitated and tried to absorb them. They took up the Roman [and
Liburnian] names for towns and modified them. Thus Senia became Senj, and Salona- what was
left of it- Solin.”59 Even the Liburnian and Latin name of Iader, turned into the Croatian city of
Zadar. With the Croat groups and clans now settled, it seems that the region was still and
constantly of desire to other Kingdoms and groups; The Byzantines, Charlemagne, The
Venetians, Hungarians, Ottomans, Napoleon and more have tried or succeeded at making a claim
to former Liburnian lands.
Yet somehow, in the midst of all of this, the religious center in Nin and in general the
Christian faith seemed to be a unifying factor that brought a sense of nationalism to the Early
Croatians. “The remarkable Bishop Grgur, or Gregory, promoted Nin as an ecclesiastical capital
for the embryonic Croatian State, contesting the claims of the Latin bishoprics on the coast, and
especially those of the archbishopric of Split.”60 Even with the Croats and Christianity, it is a
possibility that the earlier Illyrian people still influenced them in some way due to evidence of
plaitwork in their designs, “The Croats may have brought it with them from White Croatia, or
learned it from the old Illyrian inhabitants of Dalmatia.”61 In medieval times, cities like Zadar
“…were virtually independent states, electing their own bishops and governors and jealously
guarding their liberty”62
Fast forward in time to close to the end of the Croatian Kingdom; Croatia is now under a
peaceful contract with Hungary which allows itself to be a self-governed state. Dalmatian cities
were already either encountering or had been under Venetian influence and took some time to
accept this. It is said that “Zadar put up much more resistance and it was not until 1105 that [the
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Hungarian king] Kalman persuaded the city to open up its gates and recognise him as king.”63 It
seems almost reminiscent of the times when Liburnia had fought hard to defend its territories,
Zadar had kept their native spirit alive. Overall, the final blow to Liburnian existence seems to
have been the arrival of the Croats and other groups of the Middle Ages.
Because the Liburnians had not yet kept a written record, much of what is known about
them came from both historical sources and studying their material culture. Some of the earliest
records of their existence came from Ancient Greek writings, “This period of legends in the
Adriatic Sea is known to us almost exclusively through Greek, and subsequently, Latin literary
sources. Therefore, the history of the regions visited by the Greek and Trojan heroes and the
experience of the peoples who inhabited these regions remains almost entirely unknown to us.”64
The issue with the historical sources of the area is that there is not much of it, and whatever
ancient sources there are, aren’t the most reliable sources, as most ancient sources tend to be.
Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, also known as Pope Pius II, wrote:
Pliny said that Liburnia ended where Dalmatia began and that it contained
Tragurium [modern-day Trogir], a place well-known for its marble, and also the
colony of Salona, which was 112 miles from Iadera [modern-day Zadar], and that
Iadera was 160 miles from Pola. From this, it transpires that Liburnians dwelt
between the Croatians and the Dalmatians. It is possible that the Croatians- this
people’s modern name- invaded the territory of the Liburnians… If anyone wants
more definite information, he should consult the ancient authors. Ptolemy lumped
Liburnia and Dalmatia with Illyria and said that Illyria bordered on Pannonia in
the North, upper Mysia in the East, Istria in the West and Macedonia and the
Adriatic Coast on the South.65

Piccolomini uses the writings of both Pliny the Elder and Ptolemy to conduct his own histories.
But one can’t help but to think about the game telephone in the sense that when some story keeps
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getting passed on from person to person you lose a bit of the original until in the end it comes out
skewed. This is a real danger with ancient sources, much of what they write can be seen as
hearsay or taken from oral stories. Legends aren’t always the work of truth. Not to say that all
these accounts could be wrong, but more so that we should approach them cautiously because we
don’t know how much was misunderstood, mistranslated, or even just propaganda.
Still, it is important to look at these historical sources for some information. We can
listen to their words but be mindful that it could be incorrect in some ways. In fact, historical
accounts paired with archaeological evidence is what can truly bring more accurate accounts of
Liburnian life. What really helped learn about the Liburnians and who they were was when the
first excavations took place and we were able to study the actual materials left behind in both
their settlements and their burials. Through excavations, archaeologists were finally able to both
ask and answer questions about the Liburnian’s lifestyle, economy, religion or rituals, and even
more concrete information on how they buried their dead.

What We Can Learn from the Archaeological Excavations of Liburnian Burials

As written above, early history of Croatia, Dalmatia, Zadar, and Liburnia are more often
than not based off ancient sources. What really brought the stories to life where more likely than
not the archaeological excavations that unearth more material culture and history than we could
have thought. Croatian archaeologist Marijanović says of recent excavations that went on:
“Excavations of the Liburnian Necropolis in the area of Nadin started in the same year and lasted
until 2009… these excavations offered important information about the funerary architecture and
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planimetry of the funerary area. Exceptionally rich and diverse finds from the 7th to 5th centuries
BC will contribute significantly to defining periodization and chronology of the Liburnian
culture.”66 Although not every piece of material culture found at graves and other sites is a literal
reflection of the people and history, they still do contribute by offering up various ideas toward
the truth. This in conjunction with other studies, such as the historical sources could actually lead
to some answers.
For example, earlier we mentioned how excavations in Zadar produced many different
variations of expensive merchandise from the East which showed archaeologists that there had to
be a large wealthy population in Liburnia.67 The presence of such goods also showed how large
and vast their trading network was. Which could indicate the Liburnians were much more
cultured than previously thought. In fact, there was found a cargo of unrefined glass near the
island of Mljet which could mean several things.68 Borzić and Serventi assume this could mean
that there was a glass workshop on the Adriatic Coast, which there could actually have been. But
what other possibilities are there? The island of Mljet is located to the South of the Adriatic Sea,
while it is possible that this ship could have been on route toward the North and to the Croatian
coastline, it could have possibly been headed somewhere else entirely; for example, Italy. That’s
just one possible truth that could have also existed simultaneously to Borzić and Serventi’s truth.
Until more evidence is found, like the location of the workshop itself, both could be viable
possibilities.
In 2006, Croatian archaeologists excavated a large burial mound, tumulus, in modern-day
Privlaka of Zadar county. What they found were numerous artifacts but also a very interesting
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and different way of orienting the bodies. In the very large tumulus, they found “a stone core and
its own division to four segments oriented toward cardinal points.”69 Some additional questions
one could pose are: what is the significance about burying the bodies in this way? How come it
was the only one found in this region thus far? And is there a correlation between the size of the
tumuli and bodies being oriented differently? It would be interesting to examine the artifacts that
were located in the same tumuli to see if they too vary in any way from artifacts found in smaller
tumuli in the nearby areas. From this kind of inquiry, we could slowly piece together different
possible truths and eventually come closer to reconstructing their past.
Other recent excavations include a ‘warrior grave’ from the Sveta Trojica site which is in
Zadar county70 The artifacts from this grave have been separated by the archaeologists into two
categories, the first being the ‘militaria’ and the other being the ‘ceramics’.71 The sword found in
the grave, belonging to the first category is said to closely resemble a Roman sword of the
Augustan Period, but it does have some differences from the average sword of that time.72 Based
on the militaria findings alone, (the sword, a spearhead, and a part of a shield) the archaeologists
have concluded that they most likely can be traced back to a very specific time period.
Considering all the aforementioned, despite the lacking archaeological context,
there is no much doubt that the military artefacts found in what must likely have
been an incineration grave can be dated in a rather precise timeframe. A larger
timeframe would cover the last decades of the 1st century BC and the first two
decades of the 1st century AD, but we could probably narrow it to a shorter time
span, i.e. the late Augustan and the beginning of the Tiberian period.73
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The way they reached this conclusion was by inspecting and analyzing each of the materials and
comparing it to other artefacts from different sites. In the case of the sword, they went as far as to
measure its dimensions to compare it to the average sword of what they assumed it to be, to see
if it actually could be a variant of that Roman weapon. Using similar methods, the team of
archeologists then turned to the ceramics found and concluded it most likely came from the same
era as the weapons. Altogether based on the grave goods alone, it would be conclusive that the
individual was most likely a Roman soldier of the late Augustan and early Tiberian periods.74
However, the part to this story that adds some mystery is that the way the individual was
buried does not reflect where archaeologists would assume he is from based on the artifacts. The
soldier was not buried in traditional Liburnian customs, which included “…inhumation in fetal
position in flat cemeteries or under burial mounds, while the burials in extended supine position
appear as an exception…”75, because only a few cases of cremation were found in excavations of
Liburnians before they were Romanized, it was safe to say that this individual was not a local
Liburnian. That much seemed pretty obvious at first but then the archaeologists realized that he
might not be Roman either. The major give away for this individual’s place of origin is in the
way his sword was found bent; it actually reflects early Celtic practices. There were other graves
in different areas of Roman control that were found to have disposed of soldiers’ bodies in the
same way, as if they were Celtic.76 But what does this say about Liburnia at the time of this
man’s burial? The conclusion that the team of archaeologists on the case came up with is that the
man was most likely a Roman Auxiliary soldier and that it is likely that the Roman’s had set up a
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garrison in the area77. The cause of death is unknown, so it is hard to say if he died due to
conflict between the populations or for some other reason.
But this find does raise some important questions for archaeologists, mostly over the
impact of the Roman presence in the area and how it can relate to the migration of the local
populations. After reading reports like this it feels as if there is a need to dig further, both
literally and figuratively, in the area. If archaeologists could find some more information about
the location’s strategic importance, or perhaps evidence of actual battles that could give much
more to work with. However, based on the findings of this report alone, it begs the questions:
was this the only warrior grave found in the area and of that time frame? Where are the rest of
the bodies, if there are any? The presence of just one auxiliary soldier does seem like perhaps it
could have been an accidental death or a quick burial. Maybe this man was sent to scout or patrol
the area and didn’t make it back. We do know that because he was cremated there was definitely
some effort put into his death, and the people who buried him respected him enough to give him
a burial that also reflected his ethnicity. So that in a way contradicts that this could have been
done quickly. It is possible that this man was in a group who were headed further on to another
city but camped there. Maybe he was sick, or hurt in some way and couldn’t make it back or
reach his destination. Any of these answers seem possible and could have existed so far based on
the evidence. Any of them could be the truth.
In another excavation of a necropolis in the town of Nadin there have been quite a few
interesting finds. It is important to note that it has been difficult to date much of the findings of
this Liburnian gravesite since a newer Roman cemetery was built over it.78 Even so, the artifacts
mentioned in Celhar and Kukoc’s article, which are mostly made of glass, can be roughly dated
77
78

Dizdar, Ivan and Tonc Conference in 2010, Published in 2013, 253-254.
Celhar and Kukoc 2014, 89.

40

to a large time frame, which is between the 6th century BC and the 1st or 2nd century AD.79
Previous excavations have shown that Liburnian’s have been working with glass for quite some
time, however, they don’t seem to compare to the ones that were found at this cemetery. In this
site archaeologists found glass heads all detailed and colored.80

Figure 9: Glass head pendant from Carthage made between the mid-4th to the 3rd century BCE. It is
similar to the glass head pendants found in Liburnia. By-This file was donated to Wikimedia Commons as
part of a project by the Metropolitan Museum of Art. See the Image and Data Resources Open Access
Policy, CC0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=60416140

The archaeologists admit that finding the exact trade routes that the object came through would
be difficult based on what they have or know so far, it is likely that the glass head (Figure 9)
wasn’t directly traded to the Liburnians.81 Though there is some sum of evidence that does show
that there could have been some contact with Carthage (where the workshops are located) at the
time.
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Dominance of north African coins, reinforced with a considerable amount of
recent finds of this kind from the Liburnian and Iapodean settlement contexts
differentiates this region from the neighboring geographic zones, Alpine and
Pannonian region, and central and southern Dalmatia. A Carthaginian coin from
the last quarter of the 3rd cent.BC (221-210 BC) with a depiction of the head of
Tanit on the obverse and a horse standing right, head facing left on the reverse
was found in immediate vicinity of the Nadin glass pendant.82

What this could tell us is that there is a small chance that Liburnians and Carthaginians had some
contact with each other. Perhaps it wasn’t that Liburnians had traveled to Carthage or vice versa,
maybe there’s a chance that merchants of both places met in a third location where exchanges
were made and the coins were kept as they returned home. We already know through evidence of
their seamanship and other glass products found in burials that the Liburnians had trade contacts
far and wide across the Mediterranean.83 It isn’t a completely wrong idea that the two groups
could have made direct contact. Especially considering that the Adriatic Coast is the only one of
the sites where numerous Carthaginian coins were found nearby. It is important that we consider
this a possible truth because this type of open mind thinking could lead to the proper
investigating of that question and then perhaps the research will show the answers we hope to
find.
One interesting note to end on is that these findings actually help support arguments
made by new archaeologists. In the early days, Cultural-Historical archaeology would have used
the lack of context found in the Liburnian sites to just group them together culturally with that of
other eastern Mediterranean groups because of the similarities found in burials. New
archaeologists would point out that although they seemingly share this aspect, we have come to
find that there is enough difference in context to see a greater variation between the two groups
82
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and that they shouldn’t be grouped together so simply. For example, “In the eastern
Mediterranean they were found in different contexts (mostly in settlements, temples, less in
male, female, and infant graves) while in the western Mediterranean mostly funerary context is
dominant just like the case in the example from Nadin.”84 This is exactly the kind of evidence
that new archaeologists would have pointed out to cultural-historical archaeologists seeing as it
shows why we have to look at the variations in use and function in order to classify artifacts.
The sites in Nadin happen to have been the first cremation sites that archaeologists had
encountered for the Liburnians. Cella I consists of what seems to be two different building
phases: “The Liburnian phase, from the Iron Age, and the Liburnian-Roman phase, from the
Romanization period.”85 It is already interesting to note that this gravesite seems to host graves
from two different periods. This makes us ask about the importance or the value of the space to
the local populations. What was it about this space that afforded it to be a common site for
graves? In general, Nadin serves to be a very important site for archaeologists in the area. This is
because it has “…good condition of preservation and historical complexity of monuments in
continuity from the Bronze (2nd millennium BC) and Iron (1st millennium BC) Ages to Roman,
medieval, and modern period (17th cent.).”86
Kukoc goes on to talk about the specifics of many of the burial mounds, and cemeteries
excavated, in parts he discusses the findings grave by grave and what could be learned. A
common theme in many of the excavations, especially that of the older Liburnian graves, was
that the bones themselves were not very telling of information due to how they were preserved or
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because of disturbances in the past.87 Overall, the site of Nadin still has much potential. In the
few years that it was excavated in the 2000s, the information and artifacts that it gave local
archaeologists was plenty. Much of what was uncovered was sent to the Archaeological Museum
of Zadar after analyzing. Little by little, more possible truths were uncovered as well. Nadin and
sites like it have given archaeologists information about Liburnian culture in a way that historical
documents were unable to. It is sites like Nadin that allow archaeologists to get a sense of what
Liburnia’s economy, art, craftsmanship, metallurgy, fashion, etc. was like and how it could have
changed through Romanization. How much did they let go and give up for more Roman-like
customs and how much was retained through the years? Local archaeologists are still working on
the truths, and hopefully with continued support and funding they will be able to get more insight
as to who their early ancestors are and the lasting impact they’ve made on cities like Zadar.
It is important to notice and understand how much of Liburnia’s historical record was
built upon thanks to the work of archaeologists. From just focusing on what the Liburnian burials
alone hold, local historians and archaeologists were able to reevaluate what generations had been
told their history was and replace it with a more accurate understanding of what really happened.
Archaeologists can now confirm things like the Liburnian’s ability to navigate the
Mediterranean, their revolutionary ship craftsmanship, and more.88 Since no record of the
Liburnians having a writing system has been found, it is accepted that the Liburnians were not
able to leave any written history of their own. Prior to excavations, scholars have relied on the
scarce information referencing the Liburnians that are written in the histories of other groups,
such as the writings and Pliny the Elder, Ptolemy, and Piccolomini.89 Since excavating, however,
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the things they have left behind in their graves have given archaeologists and historians stories of
their own that they now can continue to interpret and piece together. Overall, it has been largely
through the excavations of burials and similar sites that have allowed scholars researching
underrepresented groups, such as the Liburnians, a way to reconstruct and reevaluate their
historical and archaeological records.
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Chapter 3
Archaeological Data and the Search for Truth
Earlier, this thesis discussed the history and ethics around mortuary archaeology and how it has
evolved in such a way that it’s study greatly benefits the aim to reconstruct the past of groups
lacking historical and/or archaeological records. This section aims to add to this discourse by
showing how scholars must be able to understand that multiple possibilities of the truth may
exist, even if one possibility contradicts the other. With this, scholars can continue to effectively
use mortuary archaeology to reconstruct understandings of the past.

Anything is True Until it is Not

Throughout this thesis, there was mention of the term ‘truths’. To clarify, ‘truths’ are
really something like hypotheses. When making a hypothesis, the usual is to stick to one theory
to test out and prove correct. However, it is important to note that when attempting to learn more
and reconstruct the past of groups of people, especially those who don’t have a reliable written
historical record such as the Liburnians, one has to accept that there can be many possible truths.
And until each one is fully explored and deduced, any one of them can exist. A truth is more than
a fact; it is what one can imagine an alternate history is. The best way to approach looking into
the past is to accept that anything can have been true until explicitly proven otherwise. Scholarly
goals should reflect that; to work more toward finding all the different possible truths that can be
found and create of larger picture of the world as it could have been. With better technology,
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analysis, and the discovery of new information can scholars then start to narrow down these
truths.
It is similar to the concept of Schrodinger’s Cat and Copenhagen Interpretation. These
thought experiments forced us to think of the world as having infinite possibilities. With
Schrodinger’s cat, the ultimate conclusion was that the cat in the box could either be very much
alive or already dead, however, until the box is opened, both statements are true. If we take a
look at the figure below, we can see that because it is unknown if the cat is alive or dead, we
have to continue to acknowledge both scenarios as the truth.

Figure 10: Diagram of Schrodinger's Cat. In frame 1, the cat has entered the box and is alive. In frame 2,
we see that due to radiation the cat could have just died, but that is only with the possibilty that the
radiation occurred. Without it, the cat would remain alive. Frame 3A shows us the pathway of reality
where the cat has died while frame 3B is showing us the pathway of reality if the radiation didn’t happen
and the cat had lived.
(“Experimento Mental Idealizado por Erwin Schrödinger: O Gato de Schrödinger” by Master of the
Universe 322, Own Work- CC BY-SA 4.0,

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=79099003)

Its origin may have been to serve as a thought experiment for Copenhagen Interpretation,
however, it proves most useful in showing how fragile the concept of reality actually is; it does a
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great job of concluding that without direct observation multiple answers may exist, even if
contradictory. Furthermore, it goes as far as to say that because of these obvious contradictory
answers nothing is actually real until it is witnessed or observed; “Theorists who accept the pure
version of quantum mechanics say that the cat exists in some indeterminate state, neither dead
nor alive, until an observer looks into the box to see how things are getting on. Nothing is real
unless it is observed.”90 If nothing is real unless it is observed, then one can make the argument
that it would be impossible to know what had happened in the past unless an eyewitness recorded
their observations. Perhaps this doesn’t solely have to be in the form of writing, maybe there
were other ways that people documented what was happening around them; maybe through
stories and myths passed down orally, or drawings and paintings and markings on surfaces.
Seeing as modern day scholars and scientists weren’t there to observe in person what they can
actually do is study the earth, artifacts, and things left behind to piece together these different
narratives that could have happened. As we continue in our research, naturally we will find some
doors closing while others become more open and complex.
It is this exact framework that scholars in history and archaeology should be more open
to. We should embrace other theories, possibilities, and truths until proven that they could not
have possibly happened or unless they are rooted from unsound logic. When studying the groups
of people who left no writing behind or histories of their own, there is nothing to lose when
keeping an open mind to possibilities of how they lived. It allows each possibility to be explored
further and gives future scholars something to work on as well. The alternate would be to shut
down each possible truth due to lack of evidence and leave no trails for future scholars to go off
of when some evidence is found or made possible to better study with new technology. As
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mentioned earlier in this thesis, mortuary archaeology is quite helpful when trying to reconstruct
these histories so it is even more important to consider this framework.

The ‘Tophets’ of Carthage

Progress can be hindered when scholars cannot accept that other possible truths can exist
other than their own idea of the truth. In the world of mortuary archaeology, there is the debate
over whether or not children actually were sacrificed in Ancient Carthage. This claim stems from
ancient writings, including the Bible, and it was for a long time believed to be fact with
numerous scholars supporting this claim.

Figure 11: Children in Carthage being Sacrificed to Molech ("Offering to Molech" by By Charles Foster
- Illustrators of the 1897 Bible Pictures and What They Teach Us/ Public Domain)
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The illustration above depicts a scene from the bible where Carthaginian elders sacrifice
babies through the fire to Molech or Baal Hammon. Other scholars, such as archaeologist Jeffrey
H. Schwartz, started to conduct their own research and came to a different conclusion. Schwartz
and his colleagues relied on aging and analyzing the bones found at these “Tophets”, the biblical
name for the site where the babies were sacrificed, and realized that both the ages and sexes of
the children found could not fully support that truth. “In sum, while the Carthaginians may have
occasionally practiced human sacrifice, as did other circum-Mediterranean societies, our
analyses do not support the contention that all humans interred in the Tophet had been
sacrificed.”91 Through different aging techniques and analyses they were able to come up with
this conclusion, one that does not necessarily exclude the occurrence of human sacrifice but lays
the claim that the spaces deemed as “Tophets” are more likely to be graveyards for life that was
lost prenatally or soon after birth.
Even though this article very clearly says sacrifices could have still happened, Smith et
al. followed up with an article rebutting this claim.92 The article they published reworded the
other claim to be saying a more absolute statement such as ‘all babies in the Tophet died
prenatally’ and showed how in order to conduct the proper age analysis of these samples one
must compare it to that of burnt teeth since the samples are cremated. The ultimate conclusion in
this article was that their interpretation and studies supported even the oldest of writings that
infant sacrifices were conducted, “Our results confirm that the age distribution of the Tophet
infants is markedly different from that characteristic of infant cemeteries and peaks at 1-1.49
months. This unique age distribution is another link in the chain of evidence – funerary practices,
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texts, iconography – that supports the interpretation of the Phoenician Tophets as ritual sites set
aside for infant sacrifice.”93 While there are some sound arguments made in the article, one can’t
help but to notice how they really did not want to be wrong about their original claims and came
after multiple points presented by Schwartz et al. in their 2010 article.
The following year Schwartz et al. responded to this article by ‘revisiting’ their studies.
This response defended their previous position stating that:
Based on tooth formation, enamel histology, cranial and postcranial metrics, and
the potential effects of heat induced bone shrinkage, it was shown that most of the
sample fell within the period prenatal to 5-to-6 postnatal months, with a
significant presence of prenates. Rather than indicating sacrifice as the agent of
death, this age distribution is consistent with modern-day data on perinatal
mortality, which at Carthage would also have been exacerbated by numerous
diseases common in other major cities, such as Rome and Pompeii. Our diverse
approaches to analyzing the cremated human remains from Carthage strongly
support the conclusion that Tophets were cemeteries for those who died shortly
before or after birth, regardless of the cause.94

Following this statement, Schwartz and his colleagues defended each point that Smith et al. made
against their previous article, from how their dental analysis was correct to how they made
proper comparisons between the samples they studied from and known conditions of other
societies at the time. They end their article with a section focused on critiquing the way Smith et
al. interpreted a stela located on site, and in doing so they also subtly made a comment in regards
to Smith at al. not looking at it from a more neutral perspective.
Another year later, and another response was published in an article by Smith et al. this
time however, the sole purpose of the article seemed as a way to, in other words, say ‘I’m right
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and you’re wrong, and here is why’. The majority of the article was composed of listing all the
ways that Schwartz et al. had incorrect data that differed from older studies. The article itself did
not really offer any new information apart from restating their previous studies and results. In
their closing statement they proposed, “that the aberrant age distribution found in the Tophet,
which reflects selection of a specific age cohort of infants under three months old, provides
unequivocal evidence of infant sacrifice at the Carthage Tophet.”95 They use the terms
‘unequivocal evidence’ which stands out greatly, especially considering that they have some
strong opposition to this interpretation.
Is there really no doubt that this is the only truth possible? According to Schwartz et al.
the answer is no. In 2017, they released yet another response which ultimately defends their
credibility, work ethic, and more clearly states their conclusions. Their frustrations were plain
and obvious as they yet again had to declare that they do not rule out that sacrifices happened,
but that they were not the only cause of death for these infants. In the closing paragraphs they
say:
From this perspective, rather than conceiving of the Carthage Tophet as a
sanctuary solely for the sacrificed, it is not unreasonable to perceive it as a
cemetery for humans (with or without attendant animal sacrifices) who, having
died prior to formal acceptance into society, were returned to the gods through the
smoke of cremation. Moreover, given that the Carthage Tophet and Cazzanello’s
children’s cemetery are similar in both housing perinates and children, but only
Carthage Tophet individuals were cremated, the difference between these two
cemeteries is reasonably attributed to cultural differences in burial, not sacrificial,
practice.96

Schwartz et al. are attempting to actually do what all scholars should do; stay open minded, work
toward more and new possibilities, and try to reconstruct multiple truths based on the current
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evidence. However, it can be assumed that some of their progress in doing so was hindered due
to these debates and also having Stager, who is the director of the excavation, demand the return
of his samples.
This debate highlights the point that by not accepting that multiple possible truths can
exist one may actually be putting a pause on whatever progress in research and new analysis can
be made. Essentially, they prevent themselves from finding out or discovering what new things
lie ahead of them because they are so focused on being right.
Another thing that this debate successfully demonstrates is how useful studying bones,
burials and other things left behind at these sites are for reconstructing possible truths of the past.
The site used in this debate was referred to as a ‘Tophet’, which is essentially a cemetery for
young children. Like in the case of the Liburnians, the known history of this site can be
considered unreliable in the sense that the biblical and historical sources were likely biased
against the Carthaginians. It wasn’t until excavations of the burial sites began that these sources
were reevaluated and a more accurate record of the past was proposed97. However, in the case of
the ‘Tophets’ of Carthage, these proposals for an updated understanding of the past have
seemingly been paused because there is a disagreement between some of the archaeologists on
site over whether or not there could be more possible truths other than what the original
historical sources have dictated. Had this same sort of thing happened while archaeologists were
studying Liburnia, the research may have concluded with a vague understanding of how the
Liburnians lived and interacted with their neighbors, and they would have remained to be seen as
just pirates who raided the coasts. All in all, it is clear that for some groups, such as the
Liburnians mentioned earlier and the Carthaginians, burials can be one of the richest sources of
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information to be found as cities were constantly being built over and languages and stories were
long lost over time.
Overall, the reconstruction of the past of some groups can be greatly aided by
archaeologists studying their burial sites. This, along with being open minded to the idea that
other possible truths exist, can allow scholars to dig deeper in their research and create a better
understanding of how different groups lived; especially in the case of groups like the Liburnians,
as we discussed earlier.
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Conclusion
Through the archaeology of burials, mortuary archaeology, we can more efficiently
create legitimate archaeological records of the past and help present-day groups piece together
their own history and the origins of their culture; especially for groups whose histories are either
relatively unknown or scarce. This can be proven by looking at how it has helped expand on
what we know of the Liburnians. Liburnian history was primarily based on various historical
sources ranging from ancient to early modern ones. Not only are these sources potentially
carrying bias but they do little to offer a complete history and understanding of who the
Liburnians really were and how they lived. With the studying of various excavation sites, and
especially that of the burials, scholars were able to propose different possible truths about who
these people were. Because of the success from studying burials, the studies have continued to
expand and grow and the research/excavations of these sites are still ongoing.
What we have learned is that the information that can be found at burial sites are plenty
and what is found is not a reflection of the buried individual’s social life but rather, it is a
doorway to more information about the buried individual’s society. Theory and methodology has
evolved in a way where we can now ask more questions about how things correlate and compare
many different findings from the site, or general region of the site, to draw our conclusions and
inferences. We don’t need to have all of the answers yet, but any bit of work that we do in
creating the truth will help those who come after us or those who work with us figure out what
really happened and who these groups really were.
Archaeology is not just a means to write or amend history. It is also a bridge for people of
today to learn more about their pasts. Though mortuary archaeology is not without controversy,
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such as the fact that we are often ‘waking up the dead’ to study them or that the field may have
begun with things like looting and the stealing of indigenous treasures and artefacts, the field
today seems to strive to do better for the world. It involves local volunteers and historians. It is
taking action to return things that were previously taken from their motherlands. It is rewriting
false narratives and incorrect historical writings. And in the case of Liburnia, mortuary
archaeology is recreating the past as we once understood it so that the people of Zadar and the
rest of the Adriatic can better understand their origins, their history, and their culture.
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